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Reichstag and the imposition of a German embargo on certain articles of Russian export, because of an outbreak of the plague in the province of Astrakhan, provided additional fuel for the Russian press campaign. Bismarck was no friend of Gorchakov's, and retaliated in kind. In the spring of 1879 the bloodless "war of the two chancellors" was raging in newspaper columns.
REVIVAL OF THE THREE EMPERORS' LEAGUE
These seemingly trivial happenings threatened to have grave political repercussions. On August 15, 1879, N.S., Alexander, without consulting his ministers, sent his uncle, Emperor William, a recriminatory letter in which he denounced the alleged anti-Russian activities of German diplomatic agents on the various commissions established under the Treaty of Berlin, pointedly recalled the "unforgettable" services rendered by Russia to Germany in 1870, and closed with a vague but ominous reference to the gravity of the situation, pregnant with disastrous possibilities for both countries. The eighty-two-year-old German emperor was greatly perturbed. After a hasty exchange of messages Alexander and William met at the frontier station of Alexandrovo (September 3-4, N.S.). The tsar fell at once under the spell of his venerable uncle, confessed that his letter was written on the spur of the moment, and retracted his charges against Bismarck. The two emperors parted on most friendly terms.
The tsar's unconditional abandonment of his anti-German attitude cannot be entirely explained by his affection for William coupled with dynastic loyalties, strong as these motives were. For several months Alexander was subject to the pressure of a group of advisers convinced of the necessity of an alliance with Germany. In the spring of 1879 Gorchakov went abroad for reasons of health and thenceforth made but rare appearances in the Russian capital. Giers, acting minister of foreign affairs, Miliutin, Lobanov-Rostovsky, and P. A. Saburov (appointed ambassador to Berlin in December, 1879) were all partisans of the German alliance. It not only appealed to the conservative tradition of the elder statesmen and of the foreign office but, it was argued, was dictated by the logic of the international situation. The events of 1877-1878 again demonstrated that Russia's chief enemy was England. Evidence of the impending conflict with Great Britain was not lacking: the Anglo-Turkish convention of July 4, 1878, N.S.; Salisbury's declaration on the Straits at the Congress of Berlin; the